Fall 2008 Course Data for Critical Reading Seminar 
Submitted by Angela Lanier, Reading Specialist
Section I: Course Overview

Critical Reading Seminar (CRS 101) is designed to help students develop the skills and habits of reading actively and analytically.  Specifically, students practiced the following skills: annotating a text; analyzing texts for main point, supporting evidence, tone, use of language, audience, purpose, and organizational structure; evaluate a writer’s argument for bias, assumptions and evidence; elaborating on ideas using textual evidence, examples, etc; use context clues to identify word meaning and sentence relationships; and paraphrasing.
This semester I taught 2 CRS sections and co-taught a 3rd section with Veronica Gonzalez (Director of Academic Achievement) in addition to teaching three 50-minute lab sections on Friday.  Ms. Gonzalez taught one section of CRS lab.  Course assignments included weekly readings, weekly critical reading journals, one test, and a final project.  Lab assignments consisted of weekly practice exercises that addressed basic reading skills such as identifying main idea, using context clues, identifying sentence relationships; and a final quiz.

Section II: Placement Test 

This year the university adopted the Accuplacer, a computer-based assessment, for course placement.  The Reading Comprehension placement test consists of 20 multiple choice questions.  The first ten questions presented short passages followed by comprehension questions.  The second set of questions presents pairs of sentences and asks students to identify the relationship between two.  The following score descriptions were taken from Accuplacer’s 2007 Coordinator’s Guide (accessed December 16, 2008 from http://accuplacer.com/accuplacer) 
Reading Comprehension Proficiency Statements

Total Right Score of About 51
Students at this level are able to comprehend short passages that are characterized by uncomplicated ideas, straightforward presentation and, for the most part, subject matter that reflects everyday experiences. These students are able to:

· recognize the main idea and less central ideas 

· recognize the tone of the passage when questions do not require fine distinctions 

· recognize relationships between sentences, such as the use of one sentence to illustrate another

Total Right Score of About 80
Students at this level are able to comprehend short passages that are characterized by moderately uncomplicated ideas and organization and to employ moderately sophisticated vocabulary. These students are able to:

· answer questions that require them to synthesize information, including gauging point of view and intended audience 

· recognize organizing principles in a paragraph or passage 

· identify contradictory or contrasting statements 

Total Right Score of About 103
Students at this level are able to comprehend passages that, although short, are somewhat complex in terms of the ideas conveyed and that deal with academic subject matter, often in a theoretical framework.  These students are able to:

· extract points that are merely implied

· follow moderately complex arguments or speculation

· recognize tone 

· analyze the logic employed by the author in making an argument
Section III: Course Data
All students enrolled in CRS with lab scored below 51 points on the Accuplacer Reading Comprehension placement test.  At the start of the semester, 41 students were placed in one of my three sections of CRS and one of the 4 lab sections.  This group of students will be referred to as CRS w/ LAB.  Pre and post test data is available for 30 of these students.  Comparative data is provided for three additional groups of students.  These groups will be referred to as Fall 2007 CRS w/LAB, 2008 LAB ONLY, and 2008 Non-Lab.  For all groups, test data is only reported for students who completed both the pre- and post test.
The Fall 2007 CRS w/LAB group refers to students who enrolled in my CRS course and lab in Fall 2007.  This group includes 45 students who all scored below 10 on the Critical Reading placement.  The score range for the test used that year was 0-20.  
The LAB ONLY group includes 11 students who were enrolled in a different instructor’s CRS course and one of the one of the four CRS labs for 1 credit.  All but one of these students scored below 51 points on the pre-test.  Pre and post test data is only available for 11 of these students.
The NON LAB group includes 14 students enrolled in CRS courses taught by two full-time Trinity faculty.  These students scored 51 or above on the Accuplacer Reading Comprehension placement test and were not enrolled in a CRS lab.  

Course Outcomes
For Fall 2008, 41 students in one of my three sections of CRS 101 and one of the four lab sections.  The minimum passing score for the course was 67%.  Of the 41 students who initially enrolled, 27 passed the course, 5 failed completed the course but failed, 7 withdrew, and 2 failed due non-attendance.  Figures 1 and 2 show course outcomes for the Fall 2007 and Fall 2008 CRS w/LAB groups.
Figure 1. Course Outcome # for CRS w/LAB
	Outcome
	Number for 

Fall 2008 CRS w/Lab
	Number for 

Fall 2007 CRS w/LAB

	Pass
	28
	22

	Fail 
	6
	13

	Withdrew
	7
	2

	Failed/stop attending
	2
	8

	Total
	43
	45


Figure 2. Course Outcome % for CRS w/LAB
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The total number of students enrolled is similar for both semesters.  The percentage of course failures (regardless of reason) decreased by 28.  Two factors might have contributed to this outcome.  First, there was an increase in the number of students who withdrew from the course.  The seven students who withdrew were advised to do so due to excessive absences and/or consistently low scores on assignments.  Six of these students have already registered to retake the course in the spring.  

Also noteworthy is the decrease in students who failed due to non-attendance.  Since many of the students who withdrew had more than five absences by midterm; these students may have been failed the course on absences had they not withdrawn.   One of the two students who stopped attending abandoned the course after the withdrawal deadline due to a series of family and personal emergencies, but she did not officially withdraw from the course.  
Another possible cause of the decrease in failure rate is the implementation of a course assessment with a minimum passing standard.  During week 11 of the semester, I administered a Passport Test which counted for 30% of the course grade.  Students were required to pass the test with 70% accuracy.  Any student not scoring at least 70% was required to retake a different version up to 3 times.  Of the 33 students who remained in the course, 31 passed the test by the final administration.  This standard may have contributed to some students improving their overall grade because a failing score on the test may have caused some students’ average to fall below 67% in the course.  
Placement Test Performance

Comparison of Pre and Post Test Scores by Course Placement
Figure 3 compares pre- and post-test scores for all three Fall 2008 course placement groups.  The pre- and post-tests scores were the same for the CRS w/LAB and LAB ONLY groups.  Since all students in the NON LAB group scored 51 or above on the pre-test, their average scores are, of course higher; however, this is the only group that showed an average decline in scores.  While the CRS w/LAB group and the LAB ONLY group increased their scores by an average of +14 points (a 38% increase) and +13 points (a 36% increase) respectively, the NON LAB group showed an average score change of -6 points (a 7% decrease).  
The increase for the two LAB groups makes sense because weekly lab activities were closely aligned with the skills addressed on the Accuplacer Reading Comprehension Test.  The similarities in scores for the two LAB groups suggest a positive relationship between LAB participation and test performance, regardless of regular CRS course placement.   Despite the gains for the two LAB groups and the decline for the NON-LAB group, the LAB groups still lag more than 20 points behind their NON-LAB peers.

Figure 3. Pre- and Post-Test Scores by Course Placement
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(NOTE: One student in the NON LAB group earned a post-test score of 36, a 57% decline from her pre-test score.  If this student’s scores were removed, the average change in score for the NON LAB group would be -3 points.  Also, the average pre-test scores for the LAB ONLY group include one student who was placed in lab despite earning a score of 64 on the pre-test.  This student showed a 2 point decline in on the post test. Removing this student’s scores would yield -1 point difference in the LAB ONLY group’s pre and post-test scores.)

Figure 4 shows the number of students and average post-test score for each course placement group by the proficiency levels presented in Section II of this report.   Students were placed in either the CRS w/LAB or the LAB ONLY section if the earned a pre-test score below 51 on the placement test.  According to Figure 4, approximately 50% of the CRS w/LAB students and 55% of LAB ONLY students earned a post test score at or above 51 points, the benchmark that would have exempted these students from lab. 

Figure 4. Course Placement by Post-Test Proficiency Level
	Proficiency Level
	# CRS w/LAB students
	# LAB ONLY

Students
	# NON LAB

	Post test score below 51
	15
	5
	1

	Post test score 51—79
	14
	5
	5

	Post test score 80—102
	2
	1
	8

	Post test score 103—120 
	0
	0
	0


Figure 5 shows data for students who scored 51 or above on the post test.  Students who placed into LAB classes showed significant gains on the post-test, while NON-LAB students showed a modest overall decrease.  Also, two students in the CRS w/LAB group and one in the LAB ONLY group earned post-test scores higher than the average post-test score for the NON-LAB group.  These students received post-test scores of 89, 91, and 93.  
Figure 5. Post-test Score ≥ 51
	
	# students
	Average post-test score
	Average % change

	CRS w/ LAB 
	16
	64
	+58%

	LAB ONLY
	6
	65
	+67%

	NON LAB
	13
	80
	-3%


Figure 6 shows data for those students in the two LAB groups who earned a post-test score below the 51 benchmark.  Despite scoring below this benchmark, most of the CRS w/LAB students showed both groups increased their scores.
Of the 15 CRS w/LAB students earning post-test scores below 51, only four students’ scores decreased.  The average decrease was 8%, and the average post-test score of 36.  Two of the students in this group showed no change in score.  For the 9 students whose scores increased, the average post-test score was 41, an increase of 27%  

Of the five LAB ONLY students who earned post-test scores below 51, three students’ scores decreased.  The average decrease was 13%, for an average score of 32.  For the two students in this group whose scores increased, the average post-test score was 47, an increase of 18%.  
Figure 6. Post-test Score < 51
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Figure 7 presents post-test scores for the CRS w/LAB group organized by final grade.  Data is only available for students who passed or failed the course and completed both the pre- and post-test.  Passing grades ranged from D+ to B.  More than half the students passed the course with C or higher.  The four students who passed with B- or B earned an average of more than 20 points higher and percentage gains nearly double that of their peers who earned less than B- in the course.  The average pre-test score for these students was only slightly higher. 
Figure 7. Placement Test by CRS w/LAB Grade
	Course grade
	# students
	% of total students
	Average pre-test
	Average post-test
	Average % score change

	B-/B
	4
	13%
	44
	79
	+78%

	C/C+ 
	14
	45%
	37
	51
	+39%

	C-
	6
	19%
	37
	47
	+31%

	D+
	4
	13%
	42
	50
	+35%

	F
	3
	10%
	39
	50
	+34%

	Total
	31
	100%
	39
	53
	+38 %


Figure 8 shows post test scores for CRS w/LAB organized by final course grade.  Two of the students who failed the course scored 51 or above on the post-test; these students failed the course due to poor attendance and/or incomplete work.  The third student failed due to unsatisfactory performance on all course assignments.  This student was advised to withdraw from the course before the deadline but chose not to. 
Figure 8. Post-Test Proficiency by CRS w/LAB Course Grade
	Course grade
	Post-score below 51
	post-score 

51-79
	post-score 

80-102
	Post-score 

102-120

	B-/B
	0
	2
	2
	

	C/C+ above
	7
	7
	0
	0

	C-
	4
	2
	0
	0

	D+
	3
	1
	0
	0

	F
	1
	2
	0
	0

	Total
	15
	14
	2
	0


Section IV: Recommendations
1. Consider a Follow-up Course to CRS w/LAB
While most students in the LAB courses improved their scores and passed the course, most still scored below the benchmark for being exempt from lab.  Given these results, we should consider course options that will help these students further develop their skills.  Many of the students in this category passed the course with less than C.  
One option is to designate one or two existing General Education courses which can be adapted to integrate reading comprehension skills.  While the course can be open to other students, the course can be either recommended or required as a “post-requisite” for students who score below the benchmark on the post test.  To add an anecdotal note, near the end of this semester several students commented that they were just starting to get the “hang of” reading and wished they could take another course.
2. Better Integration of Basic Comprehension in CRS

Reading Comprehension skills need to be better integrated into CRS courses, particularly the CRS w/LAB.  In the current format, all of my lab sections are mixed with students that I teach for CRS and students taught by other CRS instructors.  Under this format, basic Reading Comprehension skills are explicitly taught in the lab and occasionally referred to in the actual CRS course.  Beginning next semester, however, lab will no longer be designated as a separate one-credit class, but combined with designated sections of CRS as a 4-credit class.  Under this format, it will be more feasible to weave the “lab” skills into the regular instruction and not treat them separately.  
3. Enhance Consultation with CRS Instructors  

There needs to be more consultation with other CRS instructors prior to the Fall semester as well as during the semester.  Time needs to be allotted during faculty planning days for this consultation to occur.  All instructors should be aware of both the content and format of the placement test.  This is not to advocate for “teaching to the test”, but to educate instructors on the terminology and strategies for incorporating the skills within the CRS objectives.  The post-test data showed that students who scored highest on the pre-test saw minimal or negative gains on the post-test; these students did not receive explicit instruction in the specific skills assessed on the placement test.  If instructors were more aware of the test and its contents, perhaps these students might also experience gains.
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